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MASSACHUSETTS ARCHIVES BUILDING 
220 MORRISSEY BOULEVARD 


Town/City: | Town of Eastham 


BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS 02125 


Place: (neighborhood or village): 
South Eastham 


Address: 20 Bridge Road 
Historic Name: Reuben & Elizabeth Nickerson House 
Uses: Present: single-family residence 
Original: single-family residence 
Date of Construction: ca. 1837 
Source: deeds, vital statistics 
Style/Form: Greek Revival/front gable block 
Architect/Builder: unknown 


Exterior Material: 
Foundation: stone 


View from west. 
Wall/Trim: wood clapboard & wood shingle/wood 


Roof: asphalt shingle 


Outbuildings/Secondary Structures: 
cottage 


Major Alterations (with dates): 
Window & porch alterations on rear wings, 20" c. 


Condition: good 
Moved: no] yesL] Date: 
Acreage: 3.268 


Setting: The property is located on a historic road among 
other 18'- and 19""-century houses. More recently, large 
lots have been subdivided with the addition of mid-20th- 
century dwellings. The 3+ acres associated with the house 
provides a park-like setting. A large portion at the rear of the 
property is a conservation area. 


Recorded by: Kathryn Grover & Neil Larson 
Larson Fisher Associates 


Organization: Eastham Historical Commission 


Date: June 2020 


12/12 Follow Massachusetts Historical Commission Survey Manual instructions for completing this form. 
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[x] Recommended for listing in the National Register of Historic Places. 


ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION: 

The Reuben & Elizabeth Nickerson House is a two-story front-gable house with robust Greek Revival features and a series of 
back houses appended to the rear. By one account, there is a late 18"-century house at the core of this building.’ That there 
was a house on the property when the Nickersons purchased a dwelling and land from Timothy Smith in 1823 bears this out, 
although the exact date is unclear in the records and any physical evidence is not pronounced on the exterior. Nevertheless, the 
Nickersons were responsible its renovation or replacement with the existing Greek Revival-style edifice in the 1830s or 1840s, 
as well as later changes for the family occupied the property until 1957. Some of these later changes may have been the result 
of a funeral home operating in the house in the 1940s or renovations removing it. 


The clapboarded two-story, four-bay front fagade is framed by wide, paneled pilasters lending figurative support to a substantial 
full pediment in the gable. The off-center entrance has a paneled door and arched transom set within a stylized architrave with 
wide pilasters, a tall frieze, which contains the transom, and a simple, flat cornice. Windows containing six-over-six wood sash 
and flanked by louvered blinds occupy the remaining openings in true New England tradition. A pair of windows are centered in 
the flush-boarded tympanum of the pediment. The massing of the house and its fenestration relate to an interior plan with rooms 
in each corner, with the southwesterly one being the entry. A brick chimney vestigially centered on the roof ridge probably was 
for stoves. The side walls of the house are identical with wood shingle siding corner pilasters, Greek entablature and two 
windows per floor. A story-and-a-half wing attached to the rear of the house contained a kitchen; two additional connected 
buildings are of indeterminate date and function having been repurposed and renovated in the mid-20" century. Perhaps one or 
both connected to barn no longer extant consistent with 19""-century farm architecture innovations. 


A cottage set back from the house on a looping driveway appears to have been an earlier wagon house or outbuilding possibly 
moved to this location. It is decorated with Classical features, although a large, brick exterior chimney has been added to the 
end facing the street. The driveway loops around a large lawn with mature trees south of the house providing a park-like setting. 
A smaller lawn on the north side is a more private space. The rear of the parcel is wooded. Fourteen acres of land in the rear of 
the property was divided and dedicated as the Putnam Farm Conservation Area. 


HISTORICAL NARRATIVE 

Local historians have not determined when Bridge Road was laid out between King’s Highway and Rock Harbor, but some form 
of the road was probably in place from the mid-seventeenth century, and it appears on the 1795 Josiah Rogers map of the town. 
Rock Harbor in Orleans was a significant port in the packet trade to and from Boston, Salem, Maine, and the Canadian maritime 
provinces, and the shore west of where Bridge Road takes its turn to the north was the site of numerous saltworks until the mid- 
1800s. When the salt industry disappeared after 1840, houses to process and store fish taken in weirs in Cape Cod Bay 
replaced them. The northern part of the road was created in 1837, when the first bridge from which the road took its name was 
built over Boat Meadow Creek. The road connected with Samoset Road and at last connected Rock Harbor to Eastham center. 


In the 1820s Reuben Nickerson (1779-1864) acquired one entire house and its land and two-thirds of another house from 
members of the Smith family of South Eastham. Nickerson was from Provincetown, and he was living in Eastham by 1814, when 
his son and namesake was born; his first wife, Apphia Young, and their infant son had died within a few months of each other in 
Provincetown in 1811. Nickerson married Keziah Smith in Barnstable in 1813; she might have been related to the large South 
Eastham Smith family. The 1820 census lists Nickerson in this neighborhood, though deeds do not document where he then 
lived. 


In October 1823 Timothy Smith, born in 1770 to Joshua and Phebe Doane Smith, sold Reuben Nickerson a dwelling and land 
that bordered land owned by his unmarried sister Apphia (1774-1857) and his widowed mother Phebe. By then Nickerson 
owned and operated a salt works on land that Timothy Smith had owned and deeded to him at the same time. Though the deed 
does not state as much, the house seems likely to have been Timothy Smith’s residence; he had married in 1799 and might 


1 From Commonweal Collaborative Form B: “A Map of Historic Eastham,” compiled by Eastham Historical Society, states that the house was 
built in the 1770s as a % cape but “greatly remodelled” in 1835, when roof was raised and Greek Revival features added. 
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have built it at that time. Smith and his wife Kezia apparently left town about that time, as no death records have been found for 
either of them.” In 1824 Nickerson bought four acres and another lot from Apphia Smith, and in 1827 he bought two-thirds of the 
house and land of the late Dean Smith, who had died by 1827. The rest of the property was the dower of his widow Elizabeth 
Harding Smith, and it seems likely that she continued to live there; she and her three children are listed in this neighborhood in 
the 1830 Eastham census.? 


Reuben Nickerson was a farmer, and both he and his son Reuben Jr. served as town assessors at various points. The 1850 
census lists him as a 72-year-old farmer with $1821 in real property; his third wife, Mehitable Doane, had died in 1843. 
Nickerson shared the household with his son Reuben, born in 1814 and also by then widowed; Reuben Jr.’s two children 
Isabella and Alpheus; and four boarders. Reuben Jr. owned $175 in real property, and the agricultural census for 1850 shows 
them both with land, livestock, and crops. Reuben Sr. owned 45 acres, ten of them unimproved, and his farm was valued at 
$3800; his son owned 21 acres, six unimproved, and the value of his operation was set at only $200. 


In 1851 Reuben Nickerson Jr. married Sarah Doane (1818-91) of Orleans, and in 1852 their son Herbert Doane Nickerson was 
born. In 1855 both Reuben Nickersons were identified as salt manufacturers in the state census, but by 1860 both had returned 
to farming. Reuben Jr. was listed as the property owner in 1860 with a farm worth $5000, and agricultural census schedules 
credit him with 110 acres, 60 of them not improved. 


Reuben Nickerson Sr. died at the age of 85 in 1864; his son from his first marriage, Alpheus, died six days later of tuberculosis. 
The 1865 state census again shows Reuben Nickerson Jr. as a salt manufacturer in a household with his wife Sarah, daughter 
Isabella, son Herbert D., and two boarders. In 1867 he grew the third-largest cranberry crop in town: he produced 26 barrels of 
Eastham’s total 408 barrels, with only Joshua Cole (85 barrels) and Nathaniel Smith (49 barrels) having better crops.* He 
represented Eastham in the state legislature in 1853 and was a member of the sate Senate in 1886. 


In 1866 Nickerson and Truman Doane of Orleans bought a 2700-acre cotton plantation in Alachua County, Florida, and the 1870 
census lists him both in Eastham and in Florida. The Florida census shows him as a 56-year-old planter with $4000 in real 
property enumerated just before Truman Doane and Lewis Doane (also of Orleans), who both brought their families with them to 
Florida. Judging by the census, African Americans did the farm work on the tract. In Eastham the census lists Reuben Nickerson 
as a farmer with $2500 in real property in a household with his wife, daughter Isabelle, working as a seamstress, and Herbert 
(shown as Hubbard), an 18-year-old currier. By 1879 Herbert D. Nickerson had moved to Providence, Rhode Island, where he 
operated a fancy goods store, though Cape newspapers indicate he and his family spent their summers in his childhood home. 
In 1880 the 20 Bridge Road household included Reuben Jr., then 65 years old, his wife Sarah, Isabella, and boarding farm 
worker. In 1883 he was the ninth largest taxpayer of the town’s 27 taxpayers paying more than $25 each year. 


Reuben Nickerson died in January 1890, and his widow Sarah died the next year at her son Herbert’s Providence home. The 
Yarmouth Register noted in July 1895 that Herbert and his family—his wife Carolina Bangs Drew and their children Edward 
Drew, Chester Bartlett, Herbert Doane Jr., and Caroline—“are at their summer house, known as the Reuben Nickerson house.”° 
Herbert Nickerson died in the same year, and his widow and children continued to occupy the house seasonally. His daughter 
Isabelle appears to have continued to occupy the Bridge Road house until she died in 1905. 


In 1912 and 1919, the widowed Carolina B. Nickerson and her sons Edward and Chester deeded shares of the property to 
Herbert D. Nickerson Jr. who by the latter year owned five-twelfths of the property. Born in 1889. Herbert had married Orleans 
native Hattie Sparrow Charles in 1913 and worked as an undertaker in Barnstable in the 1920s. Caroline Nickerson continued to 
occupy the Eastham house and is shown as living there year-round in the 1929 Eastham directory. In July 1934 she and her 
children Edward, Chester, and Caroline B. Eldredge sold the remaining shares in 20 Bridge Road to Herbert D. Nickerson Jr., 
and Caroline Nickerson died that same year. Herbert and Hattie moved to the Eastham house in 1934 and ran the undertaking 


2 Timothy Smith to Reuben Nickerson, 18 October 1823, BCD 999041:394. Online genealogies are hopelessly confused on the women who 
married Smith and Nickerson. Vital statistics document his second marriage to Kezia Smith in 1813, though a Smith genealogy identifies his 
wife as Kezia Young; Young was actually the wife of Timothy Smith and is claimed to have died in 1832, though not, according to records, at 
least, in Eastham. 
3 Elizabeth Smith, administrator estate Dean Smith, to Reuben Nickerson, 9 October 1827, BCD 5:223. Dean Smith, born in 1794, was the son 
of Nehemiah and Jedidah Arey Smith. Timothy Smith and Nehemiah Smith were third cousins. 
4 “Eastham,” Barnstable Patriot, 12 November 1867, 2. 
5 “Eastham,” Yarmouth Register, 20 July 1895, 1. 

Continuation sheet 2 


INVENTORY FORM B CONTINUATION SHEET EASTHAM 20 Bridge Road 
MASSACHUSETTS HISTORICAL COMMISSION Area(s) Form No. 


220 MORRISSEY BOULEVARD, BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS 02125 
EAS.53 


business there until 1957, when he and his son Richard Charles Nickerson (1920-2008) sold the property of Joseph L. and Jean 
Putnam.® The Putnams operated a bed and breakfast at 20 Bridge Road, and Joseph L. Putnam was a director of the Cape Cod 
Beach Plum Growers’ Association in the early 1950s and first vice president of the Cape Cod Farm Bureau in 1955.’ The 
Putnams now own 20 Bridge Street in trust.® 
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® Herbert D. and Hattie C. Nickerson, Eastham, and Richard C. Nickerson, Orleans, to Joseph L. and Jean W. Putnam, 6 May 1957, BCD 
973:64. 
7 The Beach Plum Growers’ Association was founded in 1940 to determine if beach plums could prevent erosion of sandy soils and be 
processed successfully into beach plum jelly, jam, and juice; in 1952 beach plums sold for four to six dollars a bushel and the just for four 
dollars a gallon. The state legislature and the United States Soil Conservation Service conducted a five-year study on the viability of the 
industry and determined it not workable because the plants do not bear fruit every year. See Yarmouth Register, 26 September 1952, 8, and 
Noel Beyle, “Rear Window: Beach Plums,” Register, 20 July 2000, 11. 
8 Joseph L. and Jean W. Putnam, Bridge Road, to Joseph L. Putnam, trustee Joseph L. Putnam Trust, Orleans, and Jean W. Putnam, trustee 
Jean W. Putnam Trust, Orleans, 25 March 1997, BCD 10672:225. The property is shown as Parcel C on “Plan of Land in Eastham and 
Orleans, Mass., as Surveyed for Herbert D. Nickerson, Hattie C. Nickerson, and Richard C. Nickerson,” February 1957, BCP 135:17. 
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Plan of Land surveyed for Herbert D. Nickerson & Hattie C. Nickerson, February 1957, with Parcel C containing the house and 
land at 20 Bridge Road. Barnstable County Plans, 135:17. 
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PHOTOGRAPHS 


(credit Larson Fisher Associates, 2019 unless otherwise noted) 
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View from north. 


View from SW. 
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View from SW. Cottage partially in view on right. 


View of cottage from west. 
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[Delete this page if no Criteria Statement is prepared] 


National Register of Historic Places Criteria Statement Form 


Check all that apply: 
XX] Individually eligible [] Eligible only in a historic district 


_] Contributing to a potential historic district _] Potential historic district 


Criterias [KK] A [|] B xX Cc EID 


Criteria Considerations: [] A [E] B [EJC EJ D [J] E ~J F [1] G 


Statement of Significance by Neil Larson 
The criteria that are checked in the above sections must be justified here. 


The Reuben & Elizabeth Nickerson House, built or renovated in the Greek Revival style in ca. 1837 appears to be 
significant under National Register Criterion C as a distinguished example of Greek Revival domestic architecture 
in the Town of Eastham. In form, plan and massing, the house embodies distinctive characteristics of the 
“modern” taste of the period with robust elements such as paneled pilasters, a full pediment and a four-bay front 
fagade with decorated doorway. With three connected outbuildings on the rear it is likely that a barn once was the 
terminal element. The property is also significant under Criterion A for its association with the Nickerson family 
who occupied and worked from the house until 1957. The builder, Reuben Nickerson, and his son and namesake, 
who later was the head of household, owned a saltworks and farm on Bridge Road and served in local offices. 
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